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Common sense would suggest that some sort of a school for children has been an 
institution about as old, universal, and continuous as the family, religion, the 
state, or society itself. In a savage tribe where dancing constituted the bulk alike 
of religious ritual, emotional recreation, and general culture. it is probable that 
all the children would be given instruction in dancing. As epie poetry developed, 
nearly everyone would be taught either to memorize the poems or at least to 
listen to them with appreciation. When writing was introduced, reading would 
necessarily accompany it, and it is a little difficult to believe that henceforth 
illiteracy ever would be normal. One wonders if the hieroglyphs carved on Egyp- 
tian public monuments were understood only by the priests, or if Hammurabi 
engraved his code on stone merely for the information of governors and lawyers. 
Byron represented the dying gladiator as dreaming of 





His young barbarians, all at play, 


but one shrewdly suspects that the kids were really being put through a stiff set of 
sprouts, and that Roman holidays were more frequent than Gothic ones. Bread 
and circuses! We have them yet. In Cleveland last year, part of the population 
was kept from starving by grants from the Federal Surplus Commodities Corpo- 
ration. Yet last summer the same city broke all records for paid attendance at a 
professional baseball game with a crowd much greater than any that filled the 
Colosseum. 

Such examples remind us that human nature and human problems have been 
much the same through history, and that distinctions of ancient, mediaeval, and 
modern are of little moment. That educational conditions were not very different 
in mediaeval and modern universities may be inferred from the following incident. 
In the records of the university of Bologna we read that Jacobus de Farneto of the 
Roman patrimony was appointed to teach grammar during the academic year, 
1384-85, in the quarter of the Sterian gate at a stipend of fifty pounds Bolognese. 
‘And,’ continues the entry, ‘he must take his doctor’s degree, or at least the 
licentiate, before the next feast of the Nativity. Otherwise he is to receive no 
salary. Indeed, since teaching grammar in the quarters of the city was really 
only secondary, not university, instruction, we find here a precedent, which 
American state and municipal governments are only just beginning to follow, 


"An address delivered at the dinner of the Mediaeval Academy of America, at the annual meet- 
ing of the American Historical Association, Dec. 29, 1939. 
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of requiring a doctorate of teachers in high schools. Jacobus appears to have 
satisfied the requirement, or else the authorities failed to execute their threat, 
since he continued to teach Latin grammar in Bologna for a decade more until 
1396. But at the latest date at which his salary is mentioned, in the years 1388- 
89, it was still only fifty pounds Bolognese, another striking parallel with the 
too frequent fate of present instructors. 

In this paper I wish to uphold the thesis that in the period of developed 
mediaeval culture clementary and even secondary education was fairly wide- 
spread and general. 

From the earlier middle ages the source material is seanty for this as for many 
other matters, and the evidence hardly adequate for a decision one way or the 
other. But over fifty years ago Charles Jourdain in his Mémoire on the education 
of women in the middle ages' asserted that from the eleventh century on there 
were clear traces of elementary schools in most of the provinces of France, and 
that some of these, in his opinion, went back to the time of Charlemagn 
Similarly Leach felt that many grammar schools in England could be traced back 
before the Norman conquest.’ For education in Italy in the eighth, ninth and 
tenth centuries one may consult the work of Salvioli,‘ while Hérle’s discussion of 
early medieval clerical education in Italy admits the continuance of a profane 
tradition under the Lombards. More recently Professor Laistner, in his Thought 
and Letters in Western Europe from 500 to 900 A.D., has adduced additional evi- 
dence as to the education of children in the early ninth century.* The ordinance 
of Theodulfus, bishop of Orléans under Charlemagne, which is cited by both 
Jourdain and Laistner, that in every village and on every estate in his sec priests 
should arrange for schools to which any Christian father might send his children 
to learn their letters without payment of a fee,? should not be dismissed as an 
isolated, ideal measure but rather accepted as at least incidental proof that some 
fathers were paying masters to educate their children. 

A like conclusion is to be drawn from the more general decree of the Third 
Lateran Council in 1179 which reads in part: 





Since the Church of God is bound to provide for the needy, - .. in order that the oppor- 
tunity of reading and making progress may not be taken away from poor children, who 
cannot be aided by the resources of their parents, let some sufficient benefice be assigned in 
every cathedral church for a master who shall teach gratis the clerks of the same church 
and poor scholars. 


1 “Mémoire sur 'éducation des femmes au moyen Age,” presented to the Académie des Inscriptions ot 
Belles-Lettres in 1874, reprinted posthuniously in his Excursions historiques et philosophiques 2 
travers te moyen age, 1888, pp. 463-509, 
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Whether this decree was executed or not, it shows not merely that the church 
tried to educate poor children, whether they were intended to become clergy or 
no, but also that it was a common practice for parents who had the means to do so 
to pay for the education of their children. 

Moreover, this education was often given by masters who were laymen. David- 
sohn in his history of Florence and Professor James Westfall Thompson in his 
recent book, The Literacy of the Laity in the Middle Ages, point out that ‘Floren- 
tine documents of the eleventh century designate a number of laymen as magistri’ 
and that ‘by the twelfth century even the small towns and villages in the vicinity 
had their lay teachers.” The notarial records at Genoa contain private contracts 
between parents and master as to the terms for the instruction of their children. 
‘Two years ago in Spscunus Professor Reynolds published one such and another 
between two teachers who were partners.* Villani tells us in his Chronicle that in 
Florence in 1283 there were between eight and ten thousand boys and girls 
learning to read, while six abacus schools (for training in reckoning preparatory 
to a business career) had between one thousand and twelve hundred attending, 
and four great or high schools for grammar and logic had from 550 to 600 pupils.’ 
Bonvicinus de Ripa, a schoolmaster of Milan, writing in 1288, seems similarly 
to distinguish secondary from elementary education, when he estimates that 
there are in Milan seventy ‘teachers of beginning letters’ and eight ‘professors of 
grammar.‘ Thirty-three years later in 1316, of 73 artslisted as subject toa certain 
tax, the sixty-first comprised ‘masters of grammar and of the abacus, and those 
teaching boys to read and write.'* That such teachers were numerous not only 
in Italy but north of the Alps is suggested by an early twelfth century writer 
who remarks: “To say nothing of other parts of the Empire, are there not 
throughout France and Germany, Normandy and England, not only in cities 
and walled towns, but even in villages, as many learned schoolmasters as there 
are tax-collectors and magistrates?’® Guibert de Nogent, who lived from 1053 
to 1124, indicates that teachers of grammar were much more numerous and bet- 
ter trained in the early twelfth century than they had been in the middle of the 
eleventh century, when they were scarce even in towns and cities, and were in- 
ferior in knowledge even to the wandering scholars of what he calls ‘modern 
times.’7 

Such evidence shows that elementary and secondary education, while neither 
free in the sense of being gratuitous, nor compulsory for children of a certain age, 
was not confined to cathedral and monastic schools. Parents quite generally, if 
they had the means, were ready to pay local schoolmasters fees to instruct their 
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children. Indeed, some villeins in fourteenth-century England were apparently 
willing to pay further a fine at the manorial court for having sent their sons to 
school without their lords’ permission. Tuition charges were modest and reason- 
able. At Oxford between 1300 and 1347 grammar schools boys ‘paid a terminal 
fee varying from four to five pence, when the usual cost of a scholar’s board for 
one week was eight pence, and a manuscript Donatus, containing about six 
thousand words, cost three pence.”! 

‘The very existence and development of the medieval universities is proof 
enough of a network of secondary and elementary schools beneath them. Such 
preparatory schools must also have long antedated the universities. It would have 
been idle for students to stream to Bologna to learn Roman law, if they had had 
no previous training and could not understand the Latin of the Corpus iuris 
The enthusiasm for the first universities would have been incredible without good 
lower schools to feed them. Only when the number of masters and of would-be 
teachers at one place became sufficiently great, would a university emerge. Its 
graduates did not merely enter the legal and medical professions, hold university 
chairs, or follow an ecclesiastical career. Many of them, for a time at least, be- 
came teachers of Latin grammar in secondary schools, and, like the dericuli 
ragantes of whom Guibert de Nogent spoke, spread education through the rural 
districts. The usual requirement that university students speak Latin, and the 
devoting of the arts course at the university largely to logic or natural philosophy, 
imply that grammar, the first branch of the Trivium, or the Latin language and 
literature, had been mastered in a preparatory school. 

It is true that boys sometimes came to the university younger than they do 
today, and that some universities included instruction in grammar. This last is 
not to be interpreted, as some have inferred,* that such institutions gave more 
attention to the humanities than others. It is rather a sign that they offered ele- 
mentary courses to remedy the defects of students who came to them ill-prepared. 
Nor should the early age at which some boys came to the university mislead one 
into thinking that Latin grammar as then envisaged could be mastered in a short 
time. Certain historians of education have been so misled and have declared that 
the middle ages had only higher education, or only primary schools and higher 
education, that intermediate or secondary schools were practically non-existent, 
and that, as soon as the pupil knew a little Latin, he began to study philosophy 
and theology.? It is true that the time of the medieval schoolboy was not taken 


1 Cramp and Jacobs, Mediaeral Legacy (1926), p. 260. 

31. J.Pactow, The arts course at medictal universities with special reference to grammar and rhetorie 
(ion 

S L’Abbé Augustin Sicard, Les études cassiques avant la rézolution (Paris, 1887), p. 9: ‘Le moyen 
‘age n‘avait guére connu que "enseignement supérieur. A peine enfant savait-il un peu de latin qu'on 
stempressait de l'appliquer a la philosophie et a la théologie. 
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up by other foreign languages. No doubt, too, his command of Latin increased 
as he continued to speak, read and write it in the study of philosophy and 
theology. But the long years required for professional degrees in law and medicine 
and for the highest degree of doctor of theology warm us that a like deliberate 
thoroughness would be apt to characterize the earlier acquisition of grammar. 

Even Pierre Dubois, who in 1309 drew up on paper an ideal and probably quite 
impractical scheme for educating specially selected young people of promise from 
infancy, with the idea of fitting them to convert the East and to hold the Holy 
Land, and whose plan involved hurriedly cramming them with a smattering of 
all the then known disciplines, including natural and moral philosophy. law, 
medicine, and theology — even Pierre Dubois felt that it would take incessant 
study from the age of four, five or six to that of ten, eleven or twelve years to 
make proficient in Latin grammar these specially gifted children, ‘selected by 
some wise philosopher who would recognize the natural disposition likely to make 
progress in philosophical studies,’ and ‘with heads well formed and disposed for 
learning.’ Even then they would not have gone into the Doctrinale of Alexander 
of Villa Dei and the Graecismus of Eberhard of Bethune at all deeply, while they 
would not have even spoken their mother tongue for years, and would have 
learned penmanship and handwriting no one knows when.! 

First these pupils would read the Psalter, practice singing, and study Donatus. 
Later the boy would read the distichs of Cato and other Latin authors, having — 
to quote Dubois’ very words — ‘four long lessons a day or as much as his ability 
can stand, over which he shall not go to sleep. Let him first hear the teacher 
read, then another pupil repeat, after whom he shall immediately repeat.’ He is 
also to learn declensions and rules of voiees by repeating these after the teacher. 
‘Let the rules be told him in winter: only in the evening shall he do Latin compo- 
sition.’ As soon as the pupils have picked up a little Latin, they are to speak it 
‘at all times and in every place.’ After having heard several elementary authors, 
they ‘shall hear the Bible in childish fashion three or four times a day. Of its 
historians and poets only shall they do Latin composition in order, because they 
write but rudely.’ They go on to construe the Gradale and Brevicry but only a 
portion of the Missal, the Golden Legend, and ‘stories from the poets in brief 
extracts in prose.’ ‘Besides these’ — Dubois continues — ‘Let them make com- 
positions from histories that will be of future use to them, not from the usual 
superfluous tales; or, what is more appropriate, let them Latinize; then they will 
lose nothing in idle time as has hitherto been the case; all that they do will be 
of enduring worth to them. When they have heard the entire Bible, let them re- 
peat it daily for at least one sexternum, and the same with the histories of the 
saints, and they shall do the verses of poets but only plain ones for a short time. 
At length when they are about ready to study logic, in the three months of sum- 
mer they shall hear all poetry, namely, on the first day Cato, the second Theodo- 
lus, the three following Tobias, and so on with the others; on each day they shall 
hear six lessons with two teachers, which they could almost all see by themselves, 








* Pierre Dubois, De recuperatione terrae Sanctae, ed, C. V. Langlois (Paris, 1891), p. 58 et seq. 
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having acquired the stories and the figures of common words. In such writings, 
where simply the arrangement and conception of what is figured is sought, any 
youth as soon as he has begun to make any progress can sce and read as if it were 
a romance. At every season of the year and by day and night, deducting sufli- 
cient time for sleep, continuously laboring at these tasks, those well disposed 
towards learning by their tenth or at least their eleventh year, others at least by 
their twelfth year, God granting, could have gone over all the (grammatical) 
sciences. Among which let the boys, as their teachers may deem expedient, hear 
the Doctrinale as far as it is concerned with declensions of nouns and conjuga- 
tions of verbs, and finally the Graecismus so that they briefly comprehend its 
literal sense, not yet insisting on other solemnities.’ 

‘The boys then change their locality and begin the study of logic in another 
school. This together with Greek, Arabic, or some other Oriental language oceu- 
pies them until fourteen, when they attack the study of natural science. And so 
on. But it is only their study of Latin grammar that now concerns us. Dubois! 
program of study for it, while somewhat fantastic and overdrawn, except for its 
excessive cramming and attempt to take short cuts, probably reflects fairly faith- 
fully the actual grammar school or secondary school curriculum of that time. If 
an ordinary schoolboy did not begin it until he was eight or ten years old, it 
would probably occupy him until he was sixteen or eighteen. Even the gifted 
Gilles de Muisis tells us that he was sent to school when about eight and spent 
ten years there, ‘learning, singing and reading." Similarly we arc informed that 
Giovanni d’Andrea, the great early fourteenth century representative of the 
canon law, studied grammar for eight years under the tuition of his father, who 
was at that time a schoolmaster, after which Bonifacio of Bergamo taught him 
letters and prophesied that he would become a great doctor. 

Recently I have been reading the rotograph of an anonymous and, I believe, 
hitherto unnoticed treatise on education in a Latin manuscript at the Vatican? 
Its author would have the boy begin the study of grammar at the age of seven in 
the springtime of the year and continue it as his chief study, with some music 
and arithmetic on the side, until the end of his fourteenth year, ‘when the light 
of reason begins to shine’ The next septennium until the age of twenty-one 
would then be occupied with logic, rhetoric and an introduction to astronomy, 
and the third period of seven years to twenty-eight with natural science, meta- 
physics and Euclid, after which in subsequent years might come law or theology. 
Tn the case of the boys from seven to fourteen our anonymous author is solicitous 
to protect their tender limbs and susceptibility to cold and heat. He notes that in 
many northern regions two different classrooms are provided for summer and 
winter. Those with physical defects or contagious diseases should not be ad- 
mitted. The complezio of the individual pupil should be carefully considered and 
one of the sanguine temperament treated in an entirely different fashion from one 
given to melancholy. Their relative capacity for learning should also be marked 





* Poésies, 1, 8: quoted Histoire litteraire de la France, 37, 254. 
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carly, sinee some are bright, some even brighter, and some exceedingly bright, 
while others are dull, others duller yet, and others so stupid that the teacher 
despairs of them. All, however, should have a recess from study or a play-hour 
for sports and games, in order to raise their spirits, stir their blood, and recreate 
their minds. 

Another factor, and one which seems hitherto not to have been taken into 
account in estimating the time required in medieval Latin education, is the ex- 
tremely abbreviated writing employed during the later medieval centuries alike 
by masters in writing out their lectures or disputations and by students in taking 
notes on the same, To know how to read and write Latin as set forth in conte 
porary manuscripts was no mean achievement, requiring the mastery of a series 
of abbreviated characters which fill a whole volume today. In order to be able to 
decipher texts in this script a modern advanced student, even if he has already 
spent years on the study of Latin, requires special training in palaeography and 
much further practice. But where a modern student perhaps has first to transcribe 
the text in long hand, the medieval reader could apparently follow a complicated 
scholastic argument at sight through these very abbreviated, finely written, and 
crowded pages. Therefore a medieval scholar not merely needed to know some 
Latin, he needed to know Latin so thoroughly that he could understand it im- 
mediately in the abbreviated writing then commonly in manuscripts. It is also 
clear from the very voluminous works of the schoolmen that they could compose 
their arguments in these abbreviated characters, yet in quite grammatical Latin, 
at a rapid rate of speed. When during the educational process was this ability 
acquired? At least there is evidence of its long survival. As late as the seventeenth 
century the curriculum of schools in Champagne included reading French, Latin 
and manuscripts. 

In the later middle ages the rise of municipal schools followed the growth of 
towns and the communal movement. All over western Europe town governments 
established new schools of their own and struggled with the bishop or other local 
ecclesiastical authorities for freedom from church control of these schools and 
their teachers. Often the dispute was compromised. The increased size and 
population of the towns required additional schools. But even where the existing 
church schools were fairly adequate, the town governments seem to have pre- 
ferred to set up additional schools of their own. By the second half of the thir- 
teenth century this movement had spread to the shores of the Baltic and to 
Silesia. Luibeck established a municipal Latin school in 1258, Helmstadt founded 
schools in 1253 and 1267, Leobschiitz in 1270, Schweidnitz in 1280, Brieg in 
12992 

Sometimes a town also wished to check the over-multiplication of individual 
private schoolmasters and their rivalry for pupils. This led Troyes, which had 
already reached its greatest extent as a town a century before in 1289, to unite 
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in 1827 all the schools under a single administration. Ferrara in 1443 decreed 
that no one should open a grammar school there without first obtaining the con- 
sent of the municipal governing board of twelve wise men.* 

In 1253 Ypres had three great schools (scolae maiores) whose masters were for- 
bidden to charge a pupil more than ten sous (solidi) a year for tuition, while any 
supplementary charges for blood-letting (showing that attention was given to the 
pupils’ health), ink, benches, straw, or any payments of fowls and the like in 
kind were strictly prohibited. In return these three great schools were given a 
monopoly. Burghers might, it is true, employ private tutors for their children 
in their own homes but they could not admit children of other families to such 
lessons. Small or lower or elementary schools, however, might still be opened by 
anyone without even obtaining a license from the ecclesiastical chapter or town 
aldermen? 

Elementary schools for little children were usually scattered about in different 
quarters and suburbs of a town. At Lubeck the consuls petitioned the cardinal 
legate to grant them license to build new schools near the outer parish for the 
elementary boys, since the access to the schools at the great church was difficult 
for the youngsters because of the dangerous and crowded way. By 1317 there were 
four elementary schools in Liibeck. The density and dangers of medieval traflic 
at the town bridges similarly impelled the government of Breslau in 1267 to grant, 
a concession to found a school at the church of St Magdalen especially for the 
benefit of the little children who had previously had to go to schools outside the 
city walls. In France at least there were school-mistresses and separate cdemen- 
tary schools for girls. The name of one such school-mistress appears in the roll for 
the taille in Paris in 1292; in 1380 there were at least twenty-one of them, scat- 
tered through the different quarters of Paris.® 

On the other hand, local histories as a rule represent elementary and secondary 
education as suffering a decline in the fourteenth or fifteenth century. The found- 
ing of municipal schools continued into the sixteenth century, but in most towns 
there were not so many schools or teachers as there had once been. Sturm in 1538 
spoke of the lack of learning throughout Germany and saw no way to remedy it 
except by beginning at the bottom with elementary schools* Bucer was shocked 
at the great amount of idleness in England under Edward VI whom he urged to 
educate the children both in letters and in trades.” Later in the same century we 
find only 247 children attending school at Zurich, and at Basel, printing center 
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and university town as it was, but 799 At Strassburg Sturm’s plan for educa- 
tional reform involved the amalgamation of five previously existing schools and 
their reduction to one. Apparently there was not the support nor the demand for 
education which had once existed. The new learning may or may not have been 
superior in quality: in quantity of pupils, schools and teachers there scems to 
have been a falling off. Despite the advantages to be expected from the recent 
invention of printing, it would appear that the thirteenth century made a closer 
approach to popular and social education than the sixteenth. 


Cotumpra Untversity. 
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